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On May 20, a local court suspended the trial of former dictator Manuel Noriega (1983-1989) for the
disappearance of labor unionist Heliodoro Portugal on the grounds that Panama is not allowed to
bring new cases against him under the agreement it reached with France for his extradition in 2011.
The aging former strongman is already serving a 60-year prison sentence for human rights
violations committed during his six-year rule.
Born in 1933, Portugal was a member of the left-wing Movimiento de Unidad Revolucionaria (MUR)
and had been on the military intelligence service’s radar since the 1960s.
In May 1970, when Noriega was the head of Panama’s now defunct Guardia Nacional de Panama
and the right-hand man to then dictator Omar Torrijos (1968-1981), Portugal was kidnapped by four
G-2 (intelligence) agents and imprisoned in the Los Pumas army quarters.
His body was found in 1999 outside an old military barracks near Panama City’s international
airport.
The court’s decision is hard to justify given that, in September 2014, the Corte Suprema de Justicia
(CSJ) decided Noriega should face trial for the 1969 disappearance of Luis Antonio Quirós. Quirós
was accused of deserting the Guardia Nacional and collaborating with guerrilla groups.
The court ruled there was enough evidence to prove Noriega was in the town of Jacú, in the province
of Chiriquí, where Quirós was last seen alive, at the time of his disappearance. A number of
witnesses have also stated that Noriega, together with other members of the Guardia Nacional,
dragged Quirós out of his home and kidnapped him.
Noriega, who was on the CIA’s payroll since the 1950s, would go on to promote himself to full
general in 1983. During his de facto rule, he acted as a conduit for US money and weapons to back
the anti-communist contras guerrilla group in Nicaragua.
Political opponents who exposed Noriega’s drug-trafficking connections were seized by death
squads, tortured, and disappeared. In 1989, during the US invasion of Panama, Noriega was ousted
from power, detained, and flown to the US where he was tried on eight counts of drug trafficking,
racketeering, and money laundering in April 1992 (Dec. 20, 1989).
Noriega finished his sentence in 2007 (NotiCen, July 26, 2007), and three years later he was
extradited to France where he was found guilty of money laundering and given a seven-year
sentence. A conditional release was granted in September 2011 so that he could be extradited to
serve a 20-year sentence in Panama for murder (NotiCen, Dec. 8, 2011).
Upon Noriega's return to Panama, Portugal’s daughter, Patria, said the former dictator should be
questioned to establish who his accomplices were.
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Noriega is held at El Renacer prison along the Panama Canal. The authorities have repeatedly
refused his requests to be granted house arrest on the grounds that he is suffering from ill health.

Investigations into human rights violations move slowly
In December 2000, following the discovery of human remains at the Guardia Nacional de Panama
base, President Mireya Moscoso appointed a Truth Commission to investigate the site and other
clandestine burial sites at other bases.
The commission faced opposition from the Partido Revolucionario Democrático (PRD), which had
been the party of both Torrijos and Noriega. The PRD, which held a majority of seats in Congress,
slashed the commission’s funding, and PRD leader Balbina Herrera threatened to sue President
Moscoso for its creation.
The Truth Commission ultimately reported on 110 of the 148 cases it examined, including 40 cases
of forced disappearances and 70 murders (NotiCen, May 2, 2002). The report concluded that the
Noriega dictatorship had engaged in torture and cruel, inhuman, and degrading treatment" and
recommended further examination and investigation.
Human rights activists accused former President Ricardo Martinelli (2009-2014) of making slow
progress on the investigation of human rights violations committed under the Torrijos and Noriega
dictatorships. In 2014, Martinelli promised to bring Argentine forensic anthropologists to help the
authorities to identify the remains found in military bases. However, to date, the remains have not
been identified.
Activists also demand that June 9 be named the "National Day of Those Murdered and Disappeared
under the Military Dictatorships," as that was the date on which Colombian priest Héctor Gallego
was kidnapped and killed in 1971 because of his opposition to the Torrijos dictatorship.
In 2000, the remains discovered in the Guardia Nacional base were incorrectly identified as those
of Gallego (NotiCen, Jan. 18, 2001). His body has yet to be found, and his sister, Edilma Gallego,
has asked Noriega on several occasions to reveal where he was buried so that the family can find
closure.
"If Noriega has truly repented and has given his heart to God, he should give detailed information
about what happened to those who were disappeared under his dictatorship," Edilma Gallego said
in August 2013.
Gallego and other family members have also asked the US Southern Command (SOUTHCOM) to
hand over the intelligence files that US soldiers allegedly took from Panama’s military headquarters
during the Torrijos and Noriega dictatorships as they believe they contain information that could
lead to the location of the disappeared.
In the case of Alexis Guerra, a political opponent of the Noriega regime murdered in May 1989,
human rights groups accuse US soldiers of detaining his brothers Manuel and Javier Guerra and
smuggling them out of the country to prevent them from investigating Alexis' whereabouts.
Family members of the disappeared also demand that human rights violations committed under the
Torrijos and Noriega dictatorships be included in the national curriculum, that families should be
compensated, and that a monument should be built in the victims’ memory. None of these demands
have been met.
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